Summary: Serum zinc levels measured by atomic absorption spectrophotometry were found to be low (less than 10.5 ltmol/l) in 38% of acute geriatric admissions, 69% of long stay geriatric patients and 19% of a control group of elderly hospital patients with a normal serum albumin.
Introduction
Nutritional zinc deficiency is widespread particularly amongst third world populations living primarily on cereal proteins.' However, even in developed nations the elderly, especially those in institutions, are at risk. A small nutritional survey in Australia showed that 21% of community based elderly and 85% of institutionalized elderly ate less than two thirds of the recommended daily zinc intake of 15 mg.2 The average daily dietary intake of zinc in elderly persons in the USA is also reported to be low, ranging from 7 to 13 mg.3 It has been reported that elderly long stay patients have lower serum zinc and leucocyte zinc levels than the elderly living in the community, but the difference cannot be explained on the basis of diet alone. 4 Thus, although dietary deficiency can cause zinc deficiency in the elderly, other factors should be considered.5 Increased zinc loss occurs with diuretic therapy, in uraemia and alcoholism and in patients with extensive burns. Malabsorption of zinc occurs in Crohn's disease and inflammatory bowel disease. Zinc deficiency can be secondary to non-insulin-dependent diabetes mellitus or total parenteral nutrition. 
g/l).
The data presented were analysed using Student's t-test and linear regression was calculated by the least squares method. A P value of less than 0.05 was considered statistically significant.
Results
The biochemical data for each of the three patient groups are summarised in Table I . The serum zinc concentrations in the acute geriatric and long stay geriatric patients were significantly lower than those of the control group (P <0.001 in each instance). Serum zinc results in the long stay group were significantly lower than those in the acute group (P <0.01).
Altogether, 38% of the acute geriatric group, 69% of the long stay geriatric group and 19% of the normal albumin control group had serum zinc levels below the bottom of the locally used reference range for healthy adults in the 25 to 50 Approximately 62% (n = 103) of the acute group of patients had CRP levels above 10 mg/l, compared with 30% ofthe long stay group (n = 50) and 23% of the normal albumin control patients (n = 71). There was a significant negative correlation between zinc and CRP in the acute group only (r=-0.33, P< 0.001). These results will be reported fully in a separate paper.
